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The Brothers Karamazov provides the best means 
I know of for distinguishing between the form and 
the structure of a work of literature. Form is 
ontological; structure is intellectual. Dostoevsky 
has said: quote 
 
Form, then, is the embodiment of vision.  And 
after we have finished reading the novel, we are 
able to say, I think, that the form in this novel 
develops out of the gospel quotation: “Unless a 
grain of wheat . . .” Everything in the novel grows 
out of this insight into suffering and its spiritual 
effects.  This is the anagogical meaning of the 
work.  The structure, in contrast, has to do with 
the political destiny of Russia: it is presided over 
by the decaying corpses of the two old men: 
Fyodor, the corrupt, worldly, sinful past of Russia, 
and Zossima, its holy, joyous and loving Christian 
inheritance of sobornost. Between these two 
stands Ivan’s “new idea,” an abstraction: the Grand 
Inquisitor, a “father figure” who protects his weak 
children by deception and tyranny and who gives 
them bread in order to take away their freedom.  
The form, growing out of the image of dying to 
oneself, had to be given by what Coleridge called 
the primary imagination, the voice of the soul.  As 
such it possesses what Maritain has called “not so 
much conceptual clarity as ontological splendor.” 
The form of the work, giving rise to its tone, its 
passion, its genius, its “body” results in an organic 
growth from the center.  The structure, growing 
out of thought and ideas, had to be more conscious 
work (Coleridge called it the secondary 
imagination).  
